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A former office of Prigozhin's Internet Research Agency in St. Petersburg.
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abstract

Alongside the private military company Wagner and his notori-
ous Internet Research Agency (IRA), Yevgeny Prigozhin was
associated with the Patriot Media Group (PMG) which amplified
state narratives through its webpages and was registered by
Roskomnadzor, the federal agency for supervision of Russian

media. The Patriot Media Group was shut down after the mutiny,

June 23, 2023, while most of its channels were removed or
remain inactive currently. The essay provides a brief account

of the Patriot Media Group’s structures, partnerships, and
campaigns based on digital ethnographic observations of their
web channels. The news coverage from predominantly Russian
language news outlets sheds light on how the Group operated
and what happened after Prigozhin's mutiny. The essay con-
cludes with some directions for future research on a complex
and murky media production facility.

KEYWORDS: Patriot Media Group, Yevgeni Prigozhin, Russian
media, nationalism, digital media, digital propaganda.

by Alexandra Brankova

evgeny Prigozhin’s name hit the headlines throughout
2023. His criticism of the Russian Ministry of Defense,
the minister of defense Sergei Shoigu, and General
Valery Gerasimov' over a lack of ammunition went
viral on Telegram just before May 9 when Prigozhin threatened
to leave Bakhmut with his forces. The Wagner Group mutiny on
June 23, Prigozhin’s consequent move to Belarus, and his death
in an airplane crash alongside another key figure of PMC Wag-
ner, Dmitry Utkin, were among the key political developments
in 2023. Putin’s address to Russian citizens on June 24, 2023,
classified Wagner’s uprising as actions splitting the nation, “a
betrayal”, “a knife in the back of our country and our people.”
From being regarded by Putin as a partner, Prigozhin quickly
turned into being classified as a traitor. The Patriot Media Group
and its outlets associated with Prigozhin disappeared from the
online scene as their webpages were shut down shortly after the
mutiny. There has not been so much written and known about
the Patriot Media Group and its associated channels. In addition
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to Wagner’s paramilitary operations, Prigozhin’s media activ-
ity has been associated with the notorious Internet Research
Agency (IRA) which is involved in spreading disinformation and
digital propaganda.?

The closure of the Patriot Media Group
andits coverage in Russianmedia

Russian news outlets extensively discussed the Group’s sudden
disappearance from the Russian media space after the loss of
state support. Both RBK (RosBiznesConsulting) and the indepen-
dent Meduza (among others) reported on June 30 that Yevgeni
Prigozhin himself personally announced the shutdown of the
Patriot Media Holding.* The state-owned TASS also reported

the developments after the mutiny and got confirmation of the
closure from the RIA-FAN (one of the Patriot Media outlets) chief
editor Kristina Masenkova (see image). The Federal Service for
Supervision of Communications, Information Technology and
Mass Media (Roskomnadzor) already started blocking the media
network’s resources on June 24 in order to avoid “the spread of
calls to participate in the military rebellion”, writes RBK.5 Prior
to this, Roskomnadzor provided approval for some of the Patriot
Media outlets (such as RIA-FAN) to be registered as a news agen-
cy which boosted its visibility on Yandex News due to the legisla-
tion “On News Aggregators”.® RIA-FAN was pointed out as an
example of how state-aligned organizations establish themselves
in online spaces through optimization of intermediaries (such as
search engines or news aggregators) and pronounced alignment
with strategic state narratives to be
amplified in digital media.’

The independent medium Novaya
Gazeta Evropa provides some further
details from anonymous insiders.

The employees of the Patriot Media
Group were asked to write letters of
resignation as they “will be paid their
full salary for June [...] no benefits or
bonuses”.? Interestingly, the Novaya
Gazeta Evropa article mentioned two
rumors: that RIA-FAN as one of the key
outlets of the group was to be “asked
to move somewhere else in small groups” and that the media
holding was to be taken over by the National Media Group (NMG)
and the Kovalchuks.® Yuri Kovalchuk has close long-term ties
with Vladimir Putin and leads the National Media Group.*® The
National Media Group owns REN TV, First Channel, Fifth Chan-
nel, the online news service Izvestiya, Delovoy Peterburg, and
streaming services such as More.tv and Wink.ru, among others."
Andrey Krasnobayev, chief editor of Nevskiye Novosti, an outlet
of the PMG, commented to the Financial Times and Kommersant
that he hoped for the resumption of work but did not provide
further details.”

Novaya Gazeta also explains that the Patriot Media Group
consisted of two parts: registered media outlets united under the
group’s name and paid commentators (trolls). Despite the clo-
sure of the Patriot Group and its websites, the troll accounts re-

“RUSSIANNEWS
OUTLETS EXTENSIVELY
DISCUSSED THE
GROUP’S SUDDEN
DISAPPEARANCE FROM
THE RUSSIAN MEDIA
SPACEAFTERTHELOSS
OF STATE SUPPORT.”

main active on social media platforms as they can be assigned to
another actor close to the Kremlin.® RBK news labels the Patriot
Media Group as “a media factory” resulting from the merger

of several outlets linked with Prigozhin who later “headed the
group’s board of trustees”.* This position was taken by Abbas
Djuma as Prigozhin resigned a month before the mutiny.’ Djuma
was a correspondent for the international side of RIA-FAN and
was invited to comment on some of the Russian state-owned
media such as Sputnik Radio, Argumentii Fakty, and REN. Djuma
has recently commented on the situation in Yemen on the NMG-
owned online Izvestiya'® and has joined the board of trustees of
the “SVOIM” Foundation.” The case of Djuma appearing on the
NMG-owned web platform is not sufficient evidence to indicate
amerger with the NMG but he is one of the very few individuals
related to the Patriot Media Group who has re-activated their
public appearances after the mutiny and on state-aligned media
groups. The same cannot be said about the head of RIA-FAN
Yevgeny Zubarev, RIA-FAN editor Kristina Masenkova, or the
former head of the Patriot Media Group, Nikolai Stolyarchuk,
whose profiles have remained inactive ever since the mutiny up
to the time this article was written (January 2024).

AREGIONAL MEDIA outlet of Radio Freedom, Sever Realii provides
further details about the recruitment process, conditions of
work at the Patriot Media Group, and the role of editors, based
on interviews with former employees.'* The employees were
paid their salaries in cash for tax evasion purposes without hav-
ing formal contracts, signing only a
non-disclosure agreement and an
agreement for limited access to the
building.” In addition, recruitment
measures were tightened after Febru-
ary 24, 2022, and potential recruits of
the Group had to pass a lie detector
test.>° Some of the interview ques-
tions included stands on political
issues and political affiliations, at-
titudes towards the war, participation
in rallies, and family or property
abroad.* The Group’s surveillance

of their own staff members was common knowledge among
employees who were supervised or fined by editors (for certain
activity on work computers, informal conversations, or access).?
Employees lacked job security in the Group but still remained
there without questioning the toxic work practices or incompli-
ance with labor legislation.

The sudden disappearance of the Patriot Media Group dem-
onstrates that even media that serve to amplify and propagate
Russian state narratives and ideological campaigns exist in
uncertainty and can easily disappear from Russian mediascape.
Loss of financial support from the state appears key for the op-
erations of such websites. The tax evasion practices of the Group
and its leading figures (heads of outlets or editors) may poten-
tially be yet another reason for the indefinite closure of these
structures. The rumors about a potential merger of the Group
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The state-owned TASS Telegram channel reporting about the Patriot

Media Group closure. Screenshot taken by the author from Telegram.

with the NMG remain unconfirmed as of now but it is important
to keep an eye on the migration of key names from the Patriot
Group to other outlets or media groups. The registered websites
of the Group would bring little value to other state-owned news
platforms as part of the Russia Today Group (Rossiya Sevodnya)
or the NMG, since they publish similar content and lack experi-
enced personnel. The grey area services of content amplification
and online trolling provided by the group might be integrated
within other existing media structures or newly formed smaller
organizations; this requires further investigation.

Campaigns, partnerships,
and common agenda setting

The groups’ actors and strategic campaigns

The Patriot Media Group expanded during the period 2019—2020
but its history demonstrates much longer-term connections
with Prigozhin’s Internet Research Agency (IRA) and its strategic
mobilization in times of events with a key importance for the
regime. According to their official website, the Patriot Media
Group was established on the October 1, 2019, with the following
outlets being part of the group: Federal News Agency (Feder-
alnoe Agentstvo Novostei, RIA-FAN), People’s News (Narodniye
Novosti), Economics Today (Ekonomika Sevodnya), and Politics
Today (Politika Sevodnya). By June 2023, additional websites
such as Slovo & Delo, Jurnalisticheskaya Pravda, PolitEkspert,
InfoReaktor, NewInform, PolitRossiya, and Nevskiye Novosti were
listed as part of Patriot Media Group. Each of these web portals
had a constellations of social media channels attached to it and
assigned editors. The group had a larger focus on Russia-specific
social media platforms such as Odnoklassniki, VK, or Telegram
while some outlets had the Yandex Zen and Yandex News. Some
of the Group’s outlets such as Nevskiye Novosti which was target-
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Vladimir Putin tours Yevgeny Prigozhin's Concord food catering factory
in 2010.

PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

ing audiences in Saint Petersburg with local news, used to have
Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube channels which got de-
platformed.

RIA-FAN AND PATRIOT MEDIA were located at the same address
as Prigozhin’s Internet Research Agency (IRA) and the outlets
shared similar advertising IDs or IP addresses with a nexus of
Ukrainian websites active during the 2014 Maidan Revolution.
These earlier activities of the Group dating long before 2019,
and its foundational links with Yevgeni Prigozhin, were stated
by Evgeny Zubarev, the general director of RIA-FAN, when an-
nouncing the closure of the Group on social media and reflecting
on its history and development (image next page). During the an-
nouncement Zubarev also revealed more about the activities and
campaigns of the Group which were strategically aligned with
events of key importance to the Russian regime.

Zubarev claimed that the first sites of the media appeared
in 2009 when “20 commentators were located in the village of
Northern Versailles [...] as Prigozhin completed work on the (of-
fice) complex where the bloggers worked”. Zubarev’s statement
revealed links with Prigozhin at the early stages, long before the
stated inauguration dates of the Patriot Media Network. Their
employees worked on specific campaigns. Zubarev mentioned
two key strategic directions of their content amplification cam-
paigns: 1) active work against the Russian liberal opposition and
their leader Alexey Navalny and 2) activation of posting during
Russian election campaigns in favor of the United Russia party
and Vladimir Putin. In Zubarev’s address, it can be noticed
that the borderlines between the two parts of the Patriot Media
Group (the news websites and paid commentators) are blurred
and unclear: the “work with the state” continued in 2011 as their
“commentators”, “bloggers”, or “columnists” worked against
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Apollon Tsargrad TV's Telegram channel about

Evgeny Zubarev announcing the closure of the Patriot Media Group. Screenshot

taken by the author from RIA-FAN Telegram Page.

the opposition. The opposition was framed by Zubarev through
negative depictions and crisis discursive strategy as aiming “to
destroy the country” or “rock the state”. Before Vladimir Putin’s
election, Patriot Media was working “with maximum intensity”
(“maksimal’no intensivno”), stated Zubarev. The Group’s page
started with the lofty statement: “Pa-
triotism is love for one’s country, re-
spect for its culture and traditions. We
share these views [...]”. On the website
of Russkaya Narodnaya Liniya, Stolyar-
chuk discusses the common denomina-
tor for partnerships with the group:
“All of them are united by a patriotic
agenda and are ready to support their
country with information”. Zubarev
also emphasized the growing traffic
towards the outlets of the Group and
the increasing number of partnerships
united by “patriotic” agenda setting
(“from 40 to 600”).

Partnerships

The Group’s partners were listed on the Patriot Media Group
webpage and their numbers expanded between 2020 and 2023.
The first two permanent partners listed were Tsargrad TV
(funded by Konstantin Malofeev) and Telekanal 360 (with Alexey
Kaklyugin as a general director). Indeed, Tsargrad TV cites both
RIA-FAN and Telekanal 360 as sources of information or report-
ing of events in their written publications and hyperlinks to
their webpages. In addition, Tsargrad TV broadcast live events
during Prigozhin’s mutiny depicting both PMC Wagner’s and the

“THESYMBOLISM
OF THENESTING
DOLLWITHITS
HIDDENLAYERSIS
ANALLEGORICAL
REPRESENTATION FOR
THE GROUPITSELF,ITS
OPERATIONS,ANDITS
VISIBLE ANDINVISIBLE
STRUCTURES.”

the attitudes towards Prigozhin's mutiny. Screenshot taken
by the author.

states’ side, while emphasizing the internal division it was creat-
ing. Tsargrad TV and Malofeev took a stand during the mutiny,
posting on Telegram the following: “We do not have the right to
betray Putin [...] Namely, he brought us to the state when we can
answer the humiliations we underwent in 1991[...]We must sup-
port Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin”.
Tsargrad TV also published an anony-
mous poll among their audiences
exploring their attitudes towards the
mutiny (see above). The top three
categories selected were: “Prigozhin
is not right — he is a traitor”; “I am for
Vladimir Vladimirovich”; and “The
conflict was brought about by unpro-
fessionalism and fraud (eyewash) of a
number of officials from the Ministry
of Defense”. In this context, media
partnerships were quick to change
and their loyalty towards the regime
prevailed. The discursive lines accen-
tuated by Tsargrad’s broadcasts dur-
ing the mutiny were two-fold. They emphasized the key role of
Putin in re-establishing Russia on the world political stage while
also acknowledging that the Russian war against Ukraine faces a
lot of challenges on the frontline which are not addressed by the
Ministry of Defense.

That being said, it is important to note that after Prigozhin
and Utkin’s death in an airplane crash, Tsargrad TV reflected on
their contributions and the role of Prigozhin’s media and PMG
Wagner in both the war against Ukraine and Russia’s foreign pol-
icy interests in Africa. A discourse of common cause and values
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Atalk show on Tsargrad TV discussing Prigozhin's death. Screenshot taken from the VK video channel of Tsargrad TV by the author.

was present. In a talk show on Tsargrad TV, led by Yuri Pronko,
Konstantin Malofeev, Aleksandr Dugin, and the priest Andrey
Tkachev discussed Prigozhin, his life, and legacy (see above).
Their discourses revolved around the heroism displayed by
Prigozhin and values needed to “achieve victory”. As Malofeev
stated: “Prigozhin’s cause will not die. Neither in the media space,
nor at the front.” Going back to the Patriot Media Group, their
discourses and the salience of their campaigns can continue
among some of their stated partners. The narratives promoted
by Prigozhin and his media structures are ubiquitous and even
unifying among other nationalist media outlets (such as Tsar-
grad, for example) as death or imprisonment of key figures from
nationalist circles can boost their importance and synergies. Me-
dia watchers and scholars interested in the Patriot Media Group
should explore further the potential migration of employees
from the former Patriot Media outlets (above) to other partner-
ing state-owned, associated, regional, or local media channels or
websites.

THE PATRIOT MEDIA networks often reported on established part-
nerships with local and regional actors as well as veteran organi-
zations. They listed both media partners and associated regional
“informational resources”. Some of their stated partnerships in-
cluded the following actors: the Russian National Line (Russkaya
Narodnaya Liniya), the RMG Russian media group, Life.ru, REX,
and novorosinform.org among many others. The head of the
Patriot Media Group, Nikolay Stolyarchuk, appeared on the con-
servative and Orthodox portal Russkaya Narodnaya Liniya in his
capacity as a head of the Patriot Media Group and a commenta-
tor.* During this statement, Svtolyarchuk responded to criticism
from Fontanka.ru and their reporter Kseniya Klochkova about

AHJIPEH TKAYEB 0 ®EHOMEHE EBFEHUS MPUM0XKUHA

similarities of content among Patriot Media outlets and their
partners as well as the targeted information campaigns against
the governor of Saint Petersburg, Alexander Beglov. The Patriot
Media group’s targeted negative framing was more aligned with
the goals of the Rodina party and Prigozhin’s political positions.>
Stolyarchuk replied that the predominantly negative coverage of
Beglov on the Patriot Media portals decreased from 57% to 53%
between June and July 2021 while “Vestnik Neva”, “Urban En-
vironment of St. Petersburg”, “InfoRos” and “Donbass Today”
were not part of the media group.? This small episode demon-
strates another type of information campaign which the Patriot
media group carried out in relation to internal actors and during
gubernatorial elections in support of more nationalistic parties
such as A Just Russia.

The Patriot Media Group as anesting

doll: Directions for futureresearch
Interestingly, the Patriot Media Group’s landing page showed a
winking nesting doll as a mascot which had the double-headed
eagle on the chest and was wearing red and blue attire. The sym-
bolism of the nesting doll with its hidden layers is an allegorical
representation for the Group itself, its operations, and its visible
and invisible structures. This essay only scratches the surface
and provides a short account of the Patriot media structures
based on self-reported data collected through digital ethnogra-
phy of their channels or partners as well as secondary accounts
published in different types of Russian-language media. A more
in-depth academic enquiry about their discourses, media fram-
ing, representations, partnerships, employees’ profiles, and
ways of operating should be carried out. Interviews with their
former staff members can enrich knowledge on how the organi-
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zation operated from inside while a thorough mapping of linked
Telegram channels or other social media profiles can inform
more fully about their digital propagandistic campaigns and stra-
tegic narratives. The death of Prigozhin, the shutdown of the Pa-
triot Media Group or the arrest of Igor Strelkov (Girkin) are some
examples of how precarious nationalist or “patriotic” actors are,
only operating in an informational space of limited ideological
plurality where the regime defines the boundaries of their activ-
ism and expressions. E

Alexandra Brankova is a PhD candidate at the Institute
for Russian and Eurasian Studies & Department
of Informatics and Media, Uppsala University
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